CHAPTER VH
in, girl It's dark, we've 'ad the gas cut off."
I stood hesitating on the doorstep of the big, dingy
Victorian house. A yellowing card in a dusty ground-
floor pane offered Board Residence. From an upper
window a line of frayed washing fluttered limply in the
damp wind. Behind the landlady's square figure there
drifted down the lino'd hall a smell that wasn't either
cooking or animals, and the screeching of a cockatoo
rose fitfully from below the basement stairs.
I had known the kind of landlady she would be
before she opened the door. It wasn't till I had
pulled the tarnished brass bell-knob three times that I
realized the wire was broken. Then I had beaten on
the knocker. There wasn't a sound within. I looked
over the area railings. A dim light flickered beyond
the basement window. I beat again. At last I heard
a distant slippered shuffling growing nearer behind the
peeling brown door.
Mrs Sarum was tall and broad, with curly white
hair still in last night's curl-papers. One of her black
cotton stockings had wrinkled down below her knee,
her feet were sticking through the toes of her slippers
and she wore a black dress with a pattern of faded
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